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Introduction to Session Papers 
 

“Session Papers” are printed papers (Some 
exist in manuscript form, but these are rare) 
which were used in the presentation of cases 
in the Court of Session. Before the reforms of 
the nineteenth century, for the most part 
cases were put before the Court on paper. As 
James Boswell (the famous biographer, who 
was also an advocate) said: 

Ours is a court of papers.  We are never 
seriously engaged but when we write. 
We may be compared to the 
Highlanders in 1745. Our pleading is 
like their firing their musketry, which 



 

 

did little execution. We do not fall 
heartily to work till we take to our 
pens, as they do their broadswords. 
 

During this early period, the Court did not 
issue written opinions, and there was little 
record of the thinking behind a court’s 
decisions. What little law reporting went on 
reflected the contents of Session Papers more 
than the oral interchanges in the chamber. In 
the absence of other forms of evidence, 
Session Papers, rich in humanity and content,  
are the best source for understanding the 
issues involved in cases and the decisions 
reached regarding them.  
All human life is here in Scotland’s Session 
Papers. In addition to indictments, pleading 
and background papers and the like, maps 
and diagrams can often be found. Papers are 
often annotated by hand, giving clues as to 
the attitude and reaction of an advocate to his 
opponent’s evidence and arguments. 
 

There seem to have been two main drivers 
behind the collection of Session Papers. The 
first is practical – Session Papers were a 
source of precedent and guidance, and some 
have been found to refer to other Session 
Papers in a way reminiscent of modern case 
citations. Manuscript annotations also 



 

 

suggest that this was a common purpose 
behind collection. But collectors also acted 
out of sheer enthusiasm and love for the law 
– a collection of Session Papers is a treasure 
trove of Scottish thought, philosophy and 
civilization-building in a nation enjoying an 
intellectual golden age unmatched anywhere 
since Greece or Rome. 
 

About This Index 
 

The Signet Library’s Index to the Session Papers 
1713-1820 was the work of one man – 
Alexander Mill, who served the WS Society as 
an Assistant for 65 years between 1870 and 
1935. The work occupied him for the whole of 
the Great War, with the final volume being 
completed shortly before the Armistice. It 
remains the only index of its kind, and will 
remain so until the collections of Session 
Papers themselves, held at the Signet Library 
and the Advocates Library in Edinburgh, are 
themselves fully digitized.  
 
 

About This Digitization 
 

The Index is about 1800 pages long and is 
bound in three elephant folios – one a Subject 
Index and Index to WS Members involved in 
the Papers, and two name and place index 



 

 

volumes, A-K and L-Z. Each page has been 
photographed and each resulting image 
optimized for online viewing. The decision 
was taken not to disband the volumes prior to 
photography, and this means that a 
significant proportion of the pages exhibit 
“keystoning” to some degree. “Keystoning” 
refers to the text falling out of alignment 
owing to the surface of the page 
photographed not being completely flat. 
Later work on the images may allow this 
effect to be eliminated. For the time being, the 
key detriment resulting from keystoning is a 
loss of accuracy in the machine reading of the 
text. Users are advised not to rely entirely 
upon the text search provided by the Internet 
Archive but to use the Index as described 
below. 
 

 
 
How to Use this Index 
 

The Index is in three alphabetical volumes – 

two volumes indexing the names of parties to 

the various cases in the Session Papers, and a 

third indexing subjects (types of cases, place 

names, organizations etc.). Each volume is 

present as a separate entity on the Internet 



 

 

Archive – please refer to the Society’s Library 

Catalogue for precise addresses/urls. 

Each entry in the indexes carries a reference. 

The reference will be to the volume 

concerned, and to the collection of papers 

within the volume. For instance, “25.5” 

means volume 25, and the fifth collection of 

papers within the volume (each paper in the 

fifth collection will bear a handwritten “5” on 

its front page). Some references will be 

prefixed “F” – e.g. F5.5. This means volume 

F5, and the fifth collection of  papers in that 

volume.  

Each collection of papers – e.g. the “5” of 

“25.5” – can contain one or more separate 

papers from a case, and on occasion ten or 

more papers.  

Contact the WS Society 

(library@wssociety.co.uk ) for details on how 

to access the papers themselves. Papers can 

be consulted in person at the Library, and it 

may be possible to supply copies by email or 

post. 

 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































